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Abstract 
This study aims to measure the influence of opinion leaders towards the purchase decisions of the opinion seekers by 
examining interpersonal forces (tie strength and homophily) between the opinion leaders and opinion seekers and personal forces
(opinion leader’s expertise and opinion seeker’s expertise), culture (collectivism-individualism and power distance), and product-
category involvement.A cross-sectional survey employing collectivist - high power distance samples (Thais) and individualist - 
low power distance samples (Americans) will be conducted in Thailand across 2 product-category involvement.Previous findings 
have found that the influence of opinion leaders towards purchase decision of opinion seekers will not have equal weighting on 
the purchase decision due to interpersonal forces between the opinion leaders and the opinion seekers and personal forces of the
opinion leaders and opinion seekers. This study proposes that varied level of influence on purchase decisions may also be due to
cultural background. In addition, different types of product-category involvement may also result in different level of influence
on purchase decisions. Managers and marketing practitioners alike may find that different types of product-category involvement
as well as different cultural background may require different marketing. Hence they can utilise on this interpersonal and 
personal influences information to create most suitable and effective marketing. 
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1. Introduction 
Many studies have shown that opinion leadership is in many markets the single strongest factor causing a 
purchasing decision, e.g. Bansal and Voyer, 2000 [1]; Kohli, 1989 [2]; Webster, 1988 [3]. However, it has actually 
not received adequate attention in previous literature. In particular, there has been surprising little research 
conducted that has examined the effect of social influences on the receiver’s purchase decisions across cultures.  
The importance of social influences has been exemplified in a classic consumer behaviour theory, Theory of 
Reasoned Action by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) [4], which specifies that individuals’ behavioural intentions are 
predicated by their own internal attitudes and their motivation to comply with others. Firms and marketers 
acknowledge that successful marketing of new/existing products or services depend on the impacts that the 
important others have on their potential customers. The focus of this study therefore rests on an assumption that 
some customers’ adoptions and opinions have a disproportionate influence on others’ adoptions. Previous literature 
has shown that interpersonal influence arising from opinion exchange behaviour is an important factor in 
consumers’ product adoption in Western societies (e.g. Bansal and Voyer, 2000 [1]; Gilly et al., 1998 [5]; Reagans, 
2005 [6]; von Wangenheim and Bayon, 2003 [7]). As such, it is of managerial significance to discover similar trend 
in an international arena and whether the influence on purchase decisions depends on cultural background.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier B.V.
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In addition, it has been documented that there is a strong relationship between the level of product involvements 
and the use of social influences (Coulter et al., 2003 [8]). It was also found that cultural intermediaries and cultural 
ideologies play their roles in activating product involvement. However, no research has looked into the influence the 




Clark (1999) [9] notes a high level of agreement amongst social scientists on two dimensions of national 
character reflecting: firstly, relation to self, secondly, relation to authority. These frameworks have been found in 
Hofstede’s collectivism-individualism and power distance. Hofstede (1980) [10] identifies individualism-
collectivism as a reflection of self-orientation, and power distance as a reflection of authority orientation. Using this 
framework as basis for investigating cultural variation in information use might allow decision to purchase to be 
attributed to cultural factors which would enrich our understanding of the results.  
2.1.1Collectivism–Individualism 
Lee and Green (1991) [11], aiming to validate Fishbein’s behavioural intention theory for application outside of 
the United States, found that subjective norms are more important to Korean samples (collectivists) than American 
samples (individualists). Their study provides an insightful ground for our study that the interpersonal forces have 
varying influence subject to differences in collectivism–individualism. Lee and Green also provided ground for 
Kongsompong et al. (2009) [12] to use the same purchase scenario on student respondents in Australia, Singapore, 
Thailand, and USA to test social influence. Kongsompong et al. (2009) [12] found that collectivists are more 
susceptible to social influence in buying situations than individualists. Their finding is consistent with collectivists’ 
trait of prioritising group harmony and avoiding conflicts.  
However, it must be noted that the final construct or the eventual findings are different to this study. Both studies 
aimed to measure behavioural intentions, which is a different construct to this study’s aim to measure purchase 
decisions with actual prior purchase. As such, this research aims to further add to the body of knowledge in purchase 
decisions with comparative study in Thailand (collectivist society) and USA (individualist society) investigating into 
different types of product involvement.  
2.1.2 Power Distance  
Prior studies indicate that individuals with higher power distance perception would tend to perceive the views of 
higher status individuals to be superior to their own (Tung and Quaddus, 2002) [13]. Thus acceptance of unequal 
power distribution implies the acceptance of substituting the decision of an individual for the decisions of an 
authority (Wong and Birnbaum-More, 1994) [14]. In other words, the higher the power distance value one holds, the 
stronger will be the referents’ influence on the individual, which indicates a greater role of subjective norm in one’s 
perception of purchase decision. However, none of these studies aim to measure the influence of opinion leaders 
towards the purchase decisions of the opinion seekers. 
In relation to this study, it was found that Americans have higher degree of equality hence small power distance 
as can be seen by McGregor’s Theory x and Theory y, which emphasises employees’ participation with the 
managers’ decisions to become a Theory y person. In addition, Maslow’s concept of self-actualisation also stresses 
self as a target end value. These famous American theorists reflect American culture. On contrary, Komin (1990) 
[15] found that Thais are more tolerant to the unequal distribution of power and wealth.  
2.2Product Involvement 
According to Park and Mittal (1985) [16], motivational component of involvement indicates the 
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cognitive/affective involvement. They indicated that information processing under cognitive differs from that under 
affective involvement. Cognitive involvement refers to the level of consumers’ informational processing activities, 
while affective involvement refers to the degree of a consumer’s emotional states evoked by an object, such as a 
product (Kim and Sung, 2009) [17].    
Studies indicate that purchase decisions are based on considerations of both cognitive and affective product 
features. For instance, a consumer may be initiated first by cognitive involvement with an iPad’s features and 
functions, and/ or affectively involved with the sleek design of an iPad, or both.    
Previous literature has mostly averaged the cognitive and affective items together. For example, Kapferer and 
Laurent (1985) [18] measured affective involvement within the construct of cognitive involvement by including 
emotional-related measurement items such as pleasure and excitement. Park and Mittal (1985) [16]’s framework and 
the Foote, Cone, and Belding’s FCB Grid are some attempts to explain the involvement construct in terms of both 
cognitive and affective reactions to stimuli. Although the idea of classifying cognitive and affective purchase-
decision involvement appears to be reasonable, it was not until Kim and Sung (2009) [17] who confirmed that 
cognitive purchase-decision involvement is a different construct from affective purchase-decision involvement.  
2.3Homophily 
Homophily is defined as “the degree to which pairs of individuals who interact are similar in terms of certain 
attributes, such as age, sex, beliefs, education, social status, and the like” (Rogers, 2003) [19]. Overall, the current 
empirical evidence suggests that homophilous sources of information will be perceived as more credible than 
heterophilous ones, which should result in greater influence (Brown and Reingen, 1987 [20]). As Price and Feick 
(1984) [21] suggested, this is because of perceived ease of communication. Also homophilous individuals are more 
likely to have similar product needs and wants.  
Researchers who seem to agree that product-category involvement may play a part in this are Gilly et al. (1998) 
[5]. They suggested that demographic and perceptual homophily can affect word-of-mouth influence processes in 
different ways, and their effect varies depending on the product category. Perceptual homophily appears to have 
enhanced word-of-mouth influence on all product types. However, demographic differences appear to have impact 
only when the product category is consumer durables. 
2.4Tie Strength 
Granovetter (1973) [22] defined tie strength as “the strength of a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the 
amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which 
characterise the tie”. Brown and Reingen (1987) [20] argued that when a strong tie exists between the sender and the 
receiver, the two are probably more familiar with each other than those who are in a weak tie condition, this results 
in a more easily facilitated search and hence an active search for word-of-mouth information. Therefore they 
suggested that strong ties bear greater influence on the receiver’s behaviour than weaker ties. This notion is further 
supported in the work of Frenzen and Nakamoto (1993) [23]. Bansal and Voyer (2000) [1] also found support. 
Sweeney et al. (2007) [24] concluded that word-of-mouth was more effective when there was a close relationship 
and a good rapport between the sender and the receiver. They point out that what is important is that the sender’s 
opinion must be viewed with respect by the receiver. 
2.5Opinion Leader’s Expertise 
Consumers are more inclined to seek the advice from, and be influenced by, expert sources than by non-expert 
ones (Bansal & Voyer, 2000 [1]). This is because expertise reduces perceived risk during the evaluation stage of a 
purchase. In other words, an expert’s message would have a significant impact on the seeker’s purchase decision. 
Fitzgerald Bone (1995) [26], Gilly et al. (1998) [5], Wangenheim and Bayon (2004) [7], and Sweeney et al. (2007) 
[24] investigated the importance of opinion leader’s expertise and opinion leadership on the influence of a sender’s 
word-of-mouth on an opinion seeker. Their studies supported the impact of source expertise and opinion leadership 
on the effectiveness of word-of-mouth. In conclusion, behavioural influences are more pronounced when the 
credibility of the source is high than when it is low.  
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Robertson (1971) [25] argued that products high in complexity and perceived risk and low in testability are more 
prone to personal influences than those low in complexity and perceived risk but high in testability. On the other 
hand, in the absence of such complexity, seekers will not need to use the source's expert opinion as a helping hand 
for their own judgment. 
2.6Opinion Seeker’s Expertise
A number of empirical evidence supports a negative relationship between expertise and total external search for 
information (Gilly, et al. 1998 [5]). Bloch et al. (1986) [26] found that product enthusiasts, assumed to be high in 
product expertise, conducted relatively little external search before making a purchase. This is due to large store of 
knowledge. These product experts would feel confident in their ability to make any individual product choice and 
would feel little need to consult others prior to product selection. On the contrary, consumers with less product 
knowledge and experience are more likely to doubt their own ability to make good product choices and therefore are 
likely to feel compelled to ask others for product advice (Furse et al., 1984) [27]. 
Contrary to the expected contention, however, previous research on the influence of opinion seeker’s expertise 
has not all been conclusive (Fitzgerald Bone, 1995 [28]; Gilly et al., 1998 [5]; Bansal and Voyer, 2000 [1]; Sweeney 
et al., 2007 [24]). For example, Gilly et al. (1998) [5] found that opinion seeker’s expertise appeared to have a direct 
negative impact on opinion seeker’s influence on purchase decision of durable goods, but not on non-durable goods. 
Further investigation should be performed on product-category involvement as it appears that product-category 
involvement may play a part in this. 
Research Questions and Objectives 
This research will begin with an investigation into the extent in which interpersonal forces (tie strength and 
homophily), and personal forces (expertise of opinion leaders and opinion seekers) influence the purchase decision 
of opinion seekers. This is followed by an investigation into the extent to which cultural dimensions (collectivism-
individualism and power distance) impact the influence of opinion leaders on the purchase decision of opinion 
seekers. Finally, this research will investigate the extent to which types of product-category involvement impacts the 
influence of opinion leader on the purchase decision of opinion seekers. In order to facilitate this setting, culture and 
types of product involvement are set as controlled variables, while the interpersonal forces and personal forces vary.  
3.1Objectives  
Firstly, to examine how different levels of interpersonal forces (tie strength and homophily) between opinion 
leaders and opinion seekers impact opinion seeker’s purchase decision. Secondly, to examine how different levels of 
personal forces (opinion leader’s expertise and opinion seeker’s expertise) impact opinion seeker’s purchase 
decision. Thirdly, to examine how cultural dimension of collectivism-individualism impacts opinion leader’s 
influence on purchase decision of opinion seekers. Forthly, to examine how cultural dimension of power distance 
impacts opinion leader’s influence on purchase decision of opinion seekers. Lastly, to examine how different types 
of product-category involvement impacts opinion leader’s influence on purchase decision of opinion seekers. 
3.2Research Hypotheses 
The following hypotheses are set out to examine each interpersonal and personal force between opinion leaders 
and opinion seekers and the influence each has on the purchase decision of opinion seekers. 
H1: The stronger the tie strength, the greater the influence on opinion seeker’s purchase decision. 
H2: The stronger the homophily, the greater the influence on opinion seeker’s purchase decision. 
H3: The more superior the opinion leader’s expertise, the greater the influence on opinion seeker’s 
purchase decision. 
H4: The more superior the opinion seeker’s expertise, the less the influence on opinion seeker’s purchase 
decision.
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In addition, tie strength, homophily, opinion leader’s expertise, and opinion seeker’s expertise will also be 
explored further in order to assess: 
(a) Their influence on collectivist-individualist opinion seekers; 
(b) Their influence on high power distance seekers and low power distance seekers; 
(c) Their influence on affective-involvement product, and cognitive-involvement product. 
 
Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework 
4. Research methodology
Research methodology begins with discussion about nationality selection that represents the cultures in question. 
This is followed by how the 3 products are identified for each involvement types in Phase I Study. Then purpose of 
Pilot Study is discussed. Finally, sample population, sampling method, measurement model will be discussed in the 
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Main Study. 
4.1 Nationality Selection 
Most theories associated with consumer behaviour have been developed and tested in North America. As such, it 
is worth looking at the applicability of these theories outside of North America. In so doing, we need to compare 
samples that are from a North American country and another country. It is thought that Thailand and USA are 
suitable candidates because, as Hofstede (1983) [29] found, Thais and Americans are both at different ends of the 
spectrums for both collectivism-individualism and power distance scales. Kongsompong et al. (2009) [12] also 
confirmed such notion in their studies that Thailand and USA are two ‘extremes’ nations in their study. 
4.2 Phase I Study 
Study of 120 samples will be conducted to begin with in order to check the practicability of aged previous 
findings - including cultural dimensions and types of involvement. Phase I study will serve an additional purpose of 
identifying the two products in each type of involvement that are important to the sample population.  
4.3 Pilot Study 
Pilot study serves the statistical purpose of checking for reliability and validity of the scales. It also confirms 
whether respondents can recall purchase of products that took place within the last three years.  
4.4 Main Study 
4.4.1 Sample Population 
The survey will involve sampling of 480 Thai citizens and 480 American citizens. The respondents will be those 
of the working population, aged 25 - 64. Working population is used here in this study because of their exposure to 
many people both from work, their own social relationships, their spouses/ partners’ relationships and their kids’ 
relationships. They are more active in seeking and buying both cognitive and affective products than younger and 
older generations. The fact that working population are in employment means they are more likely to earn more than 
kids and retirees. 
4.4.2 Sampling Method 
The aim of this study is to distinctively categorise the population into equal groups according to age, sex, and 
nationality. Each group is sampled as an independent sub-population. The potential benefit of is that we can draw 
inferences about specific subgroups that may be lost in a more generalised sample. This results in a more 
generalisable outcome. 
4.4.3 Measurement Model  
Stage 1 – Exploratory Factor Analysis
The samples will be categorised into 8 stratum as follows: 
1. Collectivist:  High affective – Low cognitive involvement  
2. Collectivist: Low affective – High cognitive involvement  
3. Individualist: High affective – Low cognitive involvement 
4. Individualist: Low affective- High cognitive involvement 
5. High power distance: High affective – Low cognitive involvement 
6. High power distance: Low affective - High cognitive involvement 
7. Low power distance – High affective – Low cognitive involvement 
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8. Low power distance – Low affective – High cognitive involvemen
Reliability together with internal consistency will be assessed after data have been collected. The rationale is that 
the factors should be measuring the same construct and thus be highly correlated (Hair, 1998) [30].  
Factor analysis will then be used to identify important interpersonal forces that may vary between these groups. 
Factor analysis serves the purpose of condensing the information in the original variables into smaller sets of new, 
composite factors with a minimum loss of information. Statistical Package for the Social Sciences Study (SPSS) will 
be used. 
Since the purpose of this study is to group variables together by deriving correlations between variables, R-type 
factor analysis is most appropriate.  
As for the selection of a factor method, it is considered that total variance is most appropriate. Hence component 
analysis will be used. Component factor model will extract the minimum factors needed to account for the 
maximum portion of the variance. Scree test will then be used to identify the number of factors to include. 
Before summated scales are created, conceptual definition will be assessed to create face validity that the factors 
do in fact fit in with its conceptual definition. Furthermore, factor analysis will make an empirical assessment of the 
dimensionality. Dimensionality means the factors are strongly associated with each other and represent a single 
concept.  
Lastly, convergent validity – to confirm that the scale is correlated with other known measures of the concept, 
discriminant validity – to ensure that scale is sufficiently different from other similar concepts, and nomological 
validity – to determine if the scale demonstrates the relationships based on theory, will be assessed. 
Stage 2 - Confirmatory Analysis 
Scales that are obtained and items that are retained from stage 1 are subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis 
using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM). Multiple fit indices will be assessed: chi-square/degrees of freedom, 
adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI), relative non-centrality index (RNI)2, root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA), and comparative fit index (CFI). 
Reliability together with internal consistency will be calculated for each scale/construct using loadings obtained 
from stage 1. 
19Pongsiri Tejavibulyaa and Somkiat Eiamkanchanalai / Systems Engineering Procedia 2 (2011) 12 – 22 ongsiri Te avibulya and Somkiat Eiamkanchan lai/ Systems Engi eering Procedia  0  (201 ) 000 00 
Fig 2: Operational Model 
4.4.4 Multi-Group Comparison 
For purpose of data analysis, the respondents will be categorised into study models as followed: 
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Fig. 3: General Model 
Study 0: Analysis of the general model
Under study 0, the general model will be examined on all interpersonal forces regardless of cultural dimensions and 
types of product involvement. 
Study 1: Comparative study of model 1 
Under this study, collectivist – high power distance respondents will be examined under different product types. 
Here it is argued that interpersonal forces and personal forces may have different impacts on purchase decisions of 
opinion seekers under different product types. 
Study 2: Comparative study of model 2 
Under this study, individualist – low power distance respondents will be examined under different product types. 
Here it is argued that interpersonal forces and personal forces may have different impacts on purchase decisions of 
opinion seekers under different product types. 
Study 3: Comparative study of model 3 
Under this study, high affective – low cognitive product will be examined under different cultures. Here it is argued 
that interpersonal forces and personal forces may have different impacts on purchase decisions of opinion seekers 
under different cultures. 
Study 4: Comparative study of model 4 
Under this study, low affective - high cognitive product will be examined under different cultures. Here it is argued 
that interpersonal forces and personal forces may have different impacts on purchase decisions of opinion seekers 
under different cultures. 
5. Conclusion 
5.1 Theoretical Contribution 
Previous literature has found and established that interpersonal and personal forces have a disproportionate 
influence on others’ adoption. Although the results have not all been totally conclusive depending on which force, 
those findings have profound contribution to the body of knowledge. Viewed in this light, it is therefore worth 
looking into each particular domain of personal and interpersonal forces, and examine how findings from this 
research can contribute to the existing body of knowledge. 
To begin with, this study will examine perceptual homophily to extend the finding of Gilly et al. (1998) [5] who 
found that a consumer durable good appears to enhance word-of-mouth influence more than demographics 
homophily. As for tie strength, previous literature has not all been conclusive. Diffusion researchers point to a more 
efficient outcome when weak ties are present. However, researchers specialising in interpersonal forces point to a 
Collectivist – High Power Distance 
High Affective – Low Cognitive 
Product 
Low Affective – High Cognitive 
Product 
Individualist – Low Power Distance 
High Affective – Low Cognitive 
Product 
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greater influence on purchase decision when strong ties are present. This study will provide a confirmation and 
deeper understanding into tie strength and its influences towards purchase decisions of opinion seekers. On contrary, 
abundant research on opinion leader’s expertise have supported the view that opinion leader with expertise will be 
depended on more heavily. Hence, claim for this argument is well-founded. It was also pointed out that risk factor 
also contribute to the varied influence on purchase decisions. Robertson (1971) [25] and Rogers (1995) [30] argue 
that this again can be attributed to product category. Since risk factor contributes to the level of product involvement, 
the findings from this study will contribute to the understanding of opinion leader’s expertise as we look into 
different types of involvement. Last, previous research on the influence of opinion seeker’s expertise has not all 
been conclusive. Again, Gilly et al. (1998) [5] attributed this to product-category involvement. They cited that since 
durable goods tend to involve greatest financial and functional risks, seekers’ expertise lessened the influence of the 
opinion leaders. They, however, found no support for non-durable goods. Others have also found no support. This 
research aims to extend the results from previous studies by hypothesising that product category involvement may 
play a part in this. 
This study also argues that the existing body of knowledge bases the findings in North America. The results may 
have significant value in North America but may create no value elsewhere due to multi-cultural diversity. This 
research aims to fill this gap through comparative means of USA and Thailand with established theory of 
collectivism – individualism and power distance.  
5.2 Managerial Implications 
In today’s world, consumers are faced with abundance in choices of products but less time to spend on the 
evaluation of increasing alternatives.  Consequently, consumers rely on many sources for advice, most notably, 
from the oldest form of marketing – word-of-mouth. Consumers seek advice from opinion leaders. Opinion 
leadership, as many studies have confirmed, is the single strongest factor causing a purchasing decision. 
Previous literature has found and established that interpersonal and personal influences have a 
disproportionate influence on others’ adoption in Western countries. It is no less significant to discover similar 
trend in an international arena in order to improve general understanding of international consumer behaviour. 
Globalisation has paved way for any company that is eager with an open-mind to capitalise on the trend. 
However, one may need to learn that despite such global-scale interconnectedness, multi-cultural diversity is 
present. It is hoped that the findings from this research will point towards “think globally, act locally” strategy 
and will assist international managers in designing more effective marketing communication programmes. 
Expanding on this central idea, it is hypothesised that each consumer’s reception and perception towards 
information received are different due to varied cultural background. As such, the influence of opinion leaders 
towards purchase decision will not have equal weighting on the purchase decision of opinion seekers.  
In addition, it has been documented that there is a strong relationship between product involvements and 
the use of social influences. It was also found that cultural intermediaries and cultural ideologies play their 
roles in activating product involvement. However, no research has looked into the influence the opinion leaders 
may have on the purchase decision of opinion seekers at different levels of purchase-decision involvement. The 
findings from this research will further contribute to the aged body of knowledge on involvement that different 
types of involvement require different marketing. On top of the previous findings that explain how cognitive 
products are subject to more information search from opinion seekers compared to affective products, 
managers and marketing practitioners alike can use this interpersonal and personal influences information to 
effectively market their products to best suit their communication channels. In addition, cultural dimension will 
further deepen the understanding into each individual consumer. 
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